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From My Dateless Diary 

CHATU SREERAMULU, s.com., B.D.L. (London) 
Stage Director, Andhra University, Waltair. 



IT was early fifties -VelidandlaHanumantharaya Grandha- 
layam was the venue - the night of the premiere of *K*kALA 
RATRP written by Prakhya Sreerama Murthy and directed by 
Late K. Venkateswara Rao. A great movie star also was to take 
birth with this production. I was playing a supporting role in 
the play. Earlier I had received a pat in the back by late Dr. Raja. 
Rao after my "Dean Martin - Jerry Lewis'* Style performance 
in combination with Prasad in Dr. Gangadhara Rao's "PELLI 
CHOQPUtU" and was offered a role in "KAALARATRl" by 
its Director. It was my first ever opportunity to work with them. 
As sooo as the performance was over, Karnati Laksbmi Narasaiab 
one of the very few actors I adore and who was my matinee idol 
walked to me straight ignoring the play wrigfat, the star -Director 
and other participants like Nirmala and Raniana Murthy - shook 
hands with me - embarrassed me by introducing himself (emba- 
rrassment for a I dared not approaching him after seeing his star 
performances lest I might be thrown a slithering glance by such 
a stalwart of an actor) and said that I did a very clean job as a 
supporting actor. I stared at him disbelievingly for I did not 
realise the process of my moulding myself to suit the tunes of the 
character was so meticulores and graphic. Discerning the dis- 
belief and even before I could utter a word. Lakshminarasaiab 
went on explaining to me at length as to what I did to step into 
the shoes of the character and proved tome beyond reasonable 
doubt his straight jacket quality of liking the best and disliking 
the medicore. Perhaps this incident was the root cause for me to 
continue in theatre as a devoted theatre man for over two decade* 
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and accept the Commission as Stage Director of Andhra Univer- 
sity shunning my job on the Railways. 

CUT TO FLASH BACK : 

Let me go back a decade, 

There were three main sources through which the present 
momentum in the Telugu Theatre emanated. While the experi- 
mental theatre wing of Andhra University under the headship of 
K. V. Gopalaswamy built theatre awareness among student 
community and Andhra Nataka Kala Parishath under the presi- 
dent of MR. Appa Rao had started giving the needed fillip to the 
amateur talent in the state - it was Praja Natya Mandali with 
giants like late Dr. Raja Rao behind it, created to the needs of 
the masses through Its performing arts. The performance of 
Lakshmi Narasaiah as MANGALI RAMUDU in 'M AA BHUMP 
three and a half decades ago had left an everlasting impression 
on me as a boy. Eversince, he was my muse and my inspiration 
as an artiste. In those good old days we had no teachers to teach 
us drama and Theatre. Nor Directors to mould us into actors. 
It was out and out actor - oriented Theatre. As such it bad 
become indispensable to learn things by watching other eminent 
actors* performances. Those who studied the spirit with which 
the great actors approached their roles lasted loag and those who 
had tried to ape them became flattened ballons in no time. It was 
my keen interest to know as to how actors like Lakshminarasaiah 
studied their roles of course without personally approaching them. 
Perhaps it was due to the fact that I was quite shy and unassum- 
ing in those days. 

No one knew that Karnati (I am sure I will be forgiven foi 
the liberties I take with him - not only by him but also by all hi s 
friends, admirers and disciples for what I do) was a teacher 
teaching Urdu in Reddygudem of Khammam District before turn- 
ing a full time artiste. He had his education in Khammam High 
School. Had not Late Dr. Raja Rao seen Karnati in the Play 
'MUNDADUGU* playing the HERO Narayana Rao's role in 
Dendukuru Village of Madhira Taluk and appreciated his perfor -' 
mance and drafted him into Praja Natya Mandali, we might have 
lost a war in the theatre. The war fighting to build audience for 
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4he Telugu Theatre* Karnati's performance as MANGALI 
RAMUDUin'MAA BHUMP made that great stalwart, Late 
Koduru Achaiah Cfaowdary give up his role in favour of Karnati 
in the play 'BRATUKU TERUVU*. 

Karnati is a MASTER OF ALL THEATRE FORMS and 
JACK OF NONE. He was equally at ease in any form of theatre. 
His proficiency in the folk forms is unparallelled in the theatre 
history of recent times. His Versatality in the folk forms GOLLA 
SUDDULU, CHENCHULU, JAMUKULA KATHA, BURRA 
KATHA, VEEDHIBHAGAVATHAM, BHAJANALU, KOLAA- 
TAALU, FAKEERU and many more will be dead and gone if an 
organisation like Sangeeta Nataka Akademi does not come for- 
ward to record and preserve them for the benefit of the posterity 

Karnati had learnt BURRA KATHA from MachinenI 
Venkateswara Rao - a one time great actor - now turned to be 
a big name in the Insurance business and JAMUKULA KATHA 
from Mikkilineni Radhakrishna Murthy, the one and only histo- 
rian of the Telugu Theatre Personal. Both Macbineni and 
Mikkilineni were very proud when their disciple turned to be 
greater than his masters in the arts. 

The banning of Praja Natya Mandali led to the launching 
f a theatre unit - Andhra Art Theatre which was to become the 
future hope of theatre movement. It was foumded by Kdthiventf 
Kutumba Rao as the cultural wing of Velidandla Hanu*- 
mantharaya Grandhalayam of Vijayawada. The pillars of this 
theatre unit were Karnati* Machineni, Mikkilineni, M. V.Satya. 
marayana, Y. V. Raju and Raghavapurapu Appa Rao as far as 
I knew. This repertory gav a minimum of 3 shows a month 
under this banner and the productions included ALLI MUTHA, 
JEEVITHA PADHAM, JEEHA GAADU, NEPADHYAM and 
NETI NATWDU, 

Then came Atreya's EENA ADU which took the Telugu 
Theatre going audience by a storm. B. Gopalam sprang up as 
a great MUSIC Director with this play. PaluguEdala Ramm- 
krishnayya's TUFAAN, a playlet in which Karmati participated 
as the lead character RAGH AVAREDDY with C. NagabfausbaMm 
and late chadalavada Kutumba Rao as his supporting oast was 
performed more thaa a couple of hundred times all over Aadhra 
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This shows what popularity Karnati brought to the theatre move* 
ment. In later years Late K. Venkateswara Rao tookup this 
playlet inspired by Karnati's performance and made history in 
his own inimitable style. 

Then came another noteworthy turn in Karnati's career 
as Burra Katha artiste. His collaboration with Nazat and more 
than a thousand performances brought this folk form nation wide 
reputation. Theatre luminaries like Balwanth GargI and Adya 
Rangacharya counting on Burra Katha as Andfara's most revered 
traditional folk form was due to this combination perhaps. 
Karnati was a Burrakatha artiste and also Jamukula Katha 
artiste in combination with Mikkilineni and Umamaheswara Rao- 

His performance in EVARU DROH1 and extempore play 
wherein he answers questions from audience was to be the trend 
setter for the art of improvisation and forerunner for the various 
Natyavadhanams now conducted throughout the length and 
breadth of the State. His performance as the MADMAN in 
Atreya's PRAGATHI was in par with that of any westren actor 
of that era, if not Superior. His performance in Anisetty's- 
GALIMEDALU and MAAVURU was seen by the - then - 
going audience and artistes time and again to have a better in sight 
into the actor in Karnati. While C. Nagabhushanam was "Siva 
Sankaram" in MAAVURU, Karnati as "MAHANKALI" gave 
a stupendous performance. 

Many people do not know that late K. Venkateswara Rao 
had his lessons in the art of make up from Karnati. I very well 
remember K. Venkateswara Rao confiding with his close associ- 
ates like me about his getting lessons from Karnati not only in 
makeup but also in acting. In fact Venkateswara Rao treated 
him as Guru. Venkateswara Rao was influenced by Karnati to 
a very great extent in his performance of TOOFAN and TEA 
CAPPULO TOOFAN. 

Karnati's performance in ASSAM.I, an Andhra Art Thea- 
tre's presentation in Andhra Nataka Kala Parishat was respon- 
sible for the sweet nostalgic memories of those days of glory of 
Praja Natya Mandaii, He acted in it with Machineni, Nazar* 
Ramakoti and Kopparapu SarojinL The play was in production 
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under the supervision of late Kopparapu Subba Rao and bagged 
the Best Production Award at Masulipatnam. 

When Andhra Art Theatre went into oblivion and Andhra. 
Praja Natya Mandali came into being Karnati turned a director 
for Gogol's "Government Inspector" adopted into Telugu by 
Rentala Gopalakrishna as ANTHA PEDDALE. Vallam Narasimha. 
Rao played hero in this drama. This play was performed about. 
60 times commercially. Karnati was also Director for the plays 
PRESIDENT PATTAYYA and CHAIRMAN each of which 
were staged over 50 times. He was the leading actor - manager 
Giduthuri Suryam's MAANAVUDU CHIRANJEEVI which was. 
staged over 300 times. His participation io Radio plays crossed 
the century mark long long ago. 

To name a few, his other colleagues in the theatre were* 
stalwarts like late K. V. S. Sarma and late Chadalavada. 
Kutumba Rao. 

His contribution to the cause of the theatre was endless. 
Art is demanding when it seeks a controlled expression of a 
response to life and drama is peculiar in finding its expression 
through the agency of living human beings and their context. 
Drama makes imparallaled demands for self-knowledge and self- 
control in those who try to practise it and Karnati is perhaps- 
one of the few who goby these norms. In a world of mad 
madrush where an artiste is not only egotistic and temperamental 
but also flippant in talk, peevish in behaviour and full of inhibi- 
tions, Karoati is far above and full of inhibitions, Karnati is far 
above and beyond such artistes. He doesn*t have false prestige 
hanging around Mm. He is on the constant search for new 
venues in the field of dance, drama and music, 

CUT TO FLASH FORWARD : 

Today Indian theatre is fighting with the same problem 
which America faced two decades ago. The problem BUILDING 
AUDIENCE FOR THE AMATEUR THEATRE To save Telugu 
Theatre from this rut, Karnati became 1 1 years ago the Managing 
Chief Secretary of Andhra Nataka Kala Samithi, Vijayawada. 
with the co-operation and assistance of his close friends, well* 
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wishers and member* of the Samithi. He is also the honorary 
-adviser for the drama section of Vijayawada Social Club and 
Literary Society. It will be a white lie if any one says that a 
particular actor, or theatre unit is not sponsored by Andhra 

Nataka Kala Samithi. Karnati sponsored a drama a month under 
the banner of Andhra Nataka Kala Samithi. A troupe comprise 
of about 10 artistes on an average. A show lasts 2 to 3 hours on 
an average. The Samithi has a thousand - strong paying mem- 
bership. 10 actors giving 2 to 3 hours performance a month to 
1000 audience for 11 years is worked out to 39,60,000 man hours 
involvement in pure theatre owing to Karnati. This is no mean 
accomplishment. If one says so it is nothing but self deceit. 

Karnati does all this to our theatre anticipating to rhetoric 
.and monument in return. In spite of it we must think of the 
most fitting tribute for him. What could it be to honour a one 
aian institution that is Karnati Lakshmi Narasalali ? 

Long Live Karnati Lakshmi Narasaiah and Long live his 
elf-less sacrifice for the cause of the Telugu Theatre. 
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An Actor is a Thing at which the Masses gaze at with 
childish amusement and awe. and for intellectuals he is a 
(Thing) on the dissection table. Hence the Actor tends to 
play mostly to the Masses, and Art becomes Dirt. 
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M. A., D. T. A. (Acting) D- T. A- (Play writing) 
Head of the Department of Theatre Arts, 
Andhra University 
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Andbra tits a rich tradition of varied forms of folk arts. 
Some of them are peceliar of the native genius to the Telugu 
people. Golla Suddulu, Jamukula Kaths, Emm Katba, Kola- 
taalu and Veedfai Bhagavatam, are some of them which have 
thrilled generations of people and would have become defunct 
but for the efforts of dedicated persons like Karnaii Laksfami- 
narasaiah to keep tibem alive. All those forms bad played not- 
:able roles at different stages in rousing people to action bat now 
with fast-moving media taking its due place in the changing 
times, it may be quite natural for them to be relegated into the 
background but their inherent virility as art forms will continue 
>to sway the masses, though in a lesser measure, by the sheer 
force of the talent of the surviving exponents. 

Karnati has so much identiled himself with all these 
theatre arts that it is perhaps more apt to refer to him as all 
institution tban as an individual. If for nothing else, Just for the 
.sweep of his versatility and undivided devotion, h has a unique 
place in the histoiy of Andbi* theatre. To have spent 40 out of 
*his 55 yeais <s>f life on and for the stage is no small thing and it 
*reveals Karnati. The man which is as much as to say Karnati. 
The artiste for in his case they are one and the same. The 
< citizens of Vijayawada revealed that they were second to none In 
^recognising talent by honouring him here last week and conferr- 
ing the title "Prajanatudu". 

While Karnati* proficiency in the folk arts is undoubtedly 
*of a high order, it is as a character actor par excellence he will be 
remembered for ever. Starting his life as a teacher of Urdu in 
Khammam district, fee was a discovery of Dr. G, Raja Rao of 
Praja Natya Mandali when he saw him in the role of Narayana 
Rao in 'Mundadugu*. a play which caused a great sensatiom in 
forties. With his role of Mangali Ramudu in Maa Bhumi* 
Karnati came to stay and never looked back. As Raghava 
Heddy in 'Tufaan' with C. Nagabhushanam and Chadalavada 
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Kutumba Rao In the supporting cast. Karnati gave a new* 
direction to the theatre movement in Andhra and inspired great 
actors like K. Venkateswara Rao. Mr. Cfaatla Sreeramulu, Stage 
Director. Andhra University* Waltair, who has nothing short 
of adoration 'for Karnati says that his performance in "Evaru 
Drohi" an extempore play wherein he answers questions from 
the audience was to be the trendsetter for the art of improvi- 
sation and forerunner of Natyavadhanams now conducted. 

"Burra Katha" as a popular folk art attracted the nation' 
wide attention and wn the acclaim of discerning critics when he-- 
collaborated with Nazar. A stalwart in that art and gave more 
than thousand performances all over the country. In combina- 
tion with Mikkilineni and Umamaheswara Rao, he established 
himself as "JaniukuJa Katha" artiste by his superb performances. 

The most striking quality of Karnati is his humility How 
much he has endeared himself by this trait in him could be seen 
by the number of individuals and associations that vied with 
each other to garland him in that function in Kalakshetram. 
Vempati Cfainna Satyam the veteran Kuchipudi teacher who 
came all the way to present the ballet *'Sd Krishna Parijatam 9 *" 
on this occasion expressed his pleasant surprise that- a fellow- 
artiste could find such an abiding place in the hearts of so many 
from different walks of life It was indeed a great tribute to the 
multi-facted personali ty of Karnati Lakshminarasayya. 



AntfaviSIi Satyanarayana. 
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